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Waste pits – Let’s keep moving

Posted: Thursday, January 19, 2017 12:00 am

Jackie Young | 0 comments

As the Environmental Protection Agency’s public comment period for the
San Jacinto River Waste Pits Superfund Site closed, comments emerged
in support of EPA’s proposal for removal of the pits and in opposition. The
San Jacinto River Coalition has spent nearly seven years working with the
communities nearest the waste pits as well as our federal and local
government agencies and environmental groups that firmly support the
EPA’s proposed remedy.

It appears that those in opposition are focusing on information that didn’t
evaluate the big picture and portrays removal as dredging. The EPA
proposal does not recommend dredging. Rather, it recommends isolating
and excavating a major source of toxic waste that is currently sitting in the
middle of the San Jacinto River. The coalition is unaware of any entities
which support dredging as this is an archaic and inefficient method for
source removal. Rather, the coalition prefers to rely on sound science and
engineering capabilities of the 21st century.

The parties responsible for the waste pits foot the bill for the clean-up and
have strongly advocated for adding additional material to the temporary cap currently atop the waste pits, which is
one of the cheapest possible options. When a high-cost clean-up is in question, the EPA calls a National Remedy
Review Board  meeting, page two of the memorandum produced from that meeting states “the Preferred Remedy
provides greater permanence in comparison to other alternatives. Less costly alternatives rely on remedies that have
a higher chance of failure by leaving Principal Threat Waste materials in the river, resulting in greater uncertainty.
Contrary to the City of Baytown, Harris County, and regional Congressional Reps, Texas Commission on
Environmental Quality (TCEQ) submitted comments to the EPA stating ‘TCEQ cannot support the preferred remedy
at this time without a further evaluation of the short-term risks and the uncertainties associated with the
implementation of the preferred remedy.’” 

TCEQ’s comments bring up several points which are valid and while we appreciate them, this shouldn’t keep TCEQ
from endorsing the EPA’s proposal for the only remedy that can guarantee the prevention of future catastrophic
events. Many of TCEQ’s points are broad and would be raised in the design phase, which is the next phase of the
Superfund process. Rather than requesting information to be deliberated prior to the finalization of the waste pits’
record of decision, we need to keep the process moving toward the clean-up.

Lisa Gossett, a volunteer for the coalition states: “If we are required to wait until every possible piece of information
that could be developed to determine and design a remedy were exhausted, the remediation of this site could be
delayed indefinitely. It makes sense both economically and for the protection of our health and the environment to
move forward with remediation based on the already-extensive information related to this site.”

Let’s keep the process moving and keep in mind that the current cap atop the pits has been highly problematic and
unable to successfully contain the pits’ highly toxic waste material.
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Jackie Young is executive director of the Texas Health and Environment Alliance (Home of the San Jacinto River
Coalition). TXHEA.org
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